Abstract. The study examines the concealment of intimate partner violence (IPV) involving men and women of different sexual orientation in Querétaro, Mexico. Grounded Theory was used to analyze both semi-structured interviews (for n = 43) and photointerventions (for n = 18). One of the main factors associated with the concealment of IPV is gender stereotype, which in turn influences the application of justice and the beliefs grounded in idyllic love. Other factors include youth, social stigmatization of violence, fear of loss of relationships, damaging effects on children, and social isolation. The findings reveal that IPV concealment is a common practice among men and women of different sexual orientation. Hence, increased efforts in the development of an inclusive public policy to address these problems should be undertaken.
Introduction
Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a public health problem. Its prevalence is greater than that of other serious health problems (e.g. breast cancer) that have received wide coverage and financing because of wide-spread awareness (Logan et al. 2006) . For example, in most Western nations one in four women are at risk for IPV. In Mexico, it is estimated that the preponderance of IPV in women is psychological (37.7%), physical (23.4%), and sexual (9.5%) (Ortega-Ceballos et al. 2007) and that at least 40% of pregnant women suffer IPV (Sánchez-Jimenez, et al. 2008) .
One of the great struggles of the past four decades has been publicizing the high prevalence and the impact of the IPV. In addition, recognizing and encouraging formal and informal complaints of IPV pose significant challenges. IPV concealment reduces the public awareness of its actual occurrence, resulting in less attention by public policy. It is also known that reports to the court system usually result in two phenomena: (1) a decrease in violence between the couple (Willson et al. 2001 ) and (2) people subjected to aggression feel safer and better about themselves (Malecha et al. 2003 , Logan et al. 2006 . So, understanding the obstacles that limit complaints, whether formal or informal, can have an impact for both an individual and the society.
Seeking help or registering complaints has been studied mainly regarding women. However, there is a lack of empirical studies to improve the understanding of the reasons why women tend to hide their IPV (Leone et al. 2007 ). Moreover, there is a lack of a broad understanding of the phenomenon that includes men and women of different sexual orientation. Our study specifically addresses this problem. Our objective is to better understand the IPV concealment by women and men in heterosexual, gay, lesbian, and bisexual populations (HGLB) in Querétaro, Mexico. In this paper, we address the question: How do people explain their practice of IPV concealment?
Research context
Querétaro is a state located in the central highlands of the Mexican Republic, two hundred miles northwest of Mexico City. It is distinguished by its small size (11, 269 km 2 ), and rapid industrial modernization that began in the 1960s. As a consequence Querétaro is a state that is located in the central highlands of the Mexican Republic, two hundred miles northwest of Mexico City. It is distinguished by the disruption of the economic structure of Querétaro, resulting in industrial development with the concomitant decline in agriculture. This phenomenon has led to a significant population growth, through both natural increase and immigration. Currently, the population is 1,827,937 inhabitants (Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía 2013), of which 51.46% are female and 48.53% are male. In addition, young people predominate: 29.81% are between 0 and 14 years of age and 27.84% are 15 to 29 years of age. In contrast, 21.76% are between 30 and 44 years of age, and 19.85% are between 45 and 65 years of age.
Another important consequence of industrialization in Querétaro is the diversification of its labor market, in which wages from labor increased as did the presence of women in the work force (Palacios-Sierra 2007) . Working women in 2007 were 41.4% of the work force compared to 38.2% in 2000 (Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía 2008:17). These factors, among others, influenced the greater heterogeneity of households today, as reflected in these statistics: 72.9% are nuclear households (as defined by United Nations n.d.), 18.8% are extended households, 6.5% are one-person households, 0.6% are coresident households, and 0.5% are composite households. Also, households Despite these changes, which have probably contributed to making Querétaro one of the five safest states in the country (Calzada-Rovirosa 2012) in terms of relationships between men and women, significant inequalities remain. According to the Gender-related Development Index, Querétaro ranks 13th of 31 states in Mexico, with large differences in education, economic conditions, health, and decision-making roles, both in public and in private environments (Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía 2008:4-5).
To the above summary, violence perpetrated against women should be added. In Querétaro, the Women Institute of Querétaro (Instituto Municipal de Equidad y Género 2008) found that 38.1% of women had suffered violent acts in public and private spaces throughout their lives; 37.6% of employed women were subject to discriminatory practices such as lack of recognition at work, impeding opportunities for advancement, and abuse; 36.7% suffered some violent incident by their partner during their relationship; 17% were assaulted or abused by an immediate relative or another relative such as an in-law or a godparent; 16.6% of the female population suffered violence during their student life, inflicted by a colleague, teacher, or someone among the school administration; and 6% were robbed by a relative or an unrelated co-resident person. In intimate relationships, the predominant violence was psychological, followed by physical, economic, and sexual (Facultad de Ciencias Políticas y Sociales 2012:8, 11). This information illustrates the importance of analyzing and understanding the extent of these problems in the economically vibrant state of Querétaro today, and is the subject of this report.
Review of the literature
Previous studies illustrate the reasons why battered women as part of a couple are deterred from pursuing a court order for protection. Malecha et al. (2003) found that the reasons women decline the judicial process is because they have reconciled with their partner (40.5%), the process was tiring and inconvenient (23.8%), or they wish to protect their children and/or the abuser (19.0%). Other reasons may be that they no longer needed the order (e.g. because they were initiating a divorce and the abusing husband was in prison, 14.3%), or the couple's lawyer persuaded them not to seek legal protection (2.4%). While these results are not about the concealment of IPV, they indicate a withdrawal of women from legal action already undertaken, and provide a basis to begin to understand the reasons that might be associated with IPV concealment.
The complaint act is a process of seeking help where the traumatized person begins to look out for his or her well-being, an important part of overall wellbeing, health, and psychological recovery of an abused person. When a person experiencing IPV receives counseling, there is generally a significant decrease in the depressive symptoms that are normally associated with abuse (Coker et al. 2012) . However, most IPV cases are unreported (Melton and Sillito 2012) . For example in Mexico, 77.07% of the physical and/or sexual IPV suffered by women is not reported to statutory agencies (Frías 2013) . Studies have indicated that factors that inhibit the complaints of women include their own childhood development in an environment of violence (Burgess-Proctor 2012 , Frías 2013 and that seeking formal help (e.g. from legal, health, or social agencies) is lower when the IPV is situational (Leone, Johnson, and Cohan 2007) , which is linked to the conflict (Johnson, 1995) , and that informal complaints (e.g. to relatives, friends, and neighbors) is lower when these systems are perceived as inadequate (Meyer 2010) .
IPV has a certain degree of tolerance. Agoff et al. (2006) conducted a study in Mexico on the tolerance of IPV in a sample of battered women. Their results show that the reasons for abuse offered by victims are very important in order to understand the justification and attribution of responsibility for the violence, as well as the threshold of tolerance of the victims. They found that women who explain male violence as an impulsive act of frustration, without intent to harm, are offered by women who are accustomed to tolerating high levels of violence. By contrast, women tend to tolerate less violence and blame the man, when they interpret abuse as "punishment" for not meeting the expectations of their gender. The findings of Agoff et al. (2006) suggest some variables to consider in the study of concealment of IPV by women, although further studies that include men and women of different sexual orientation are needed.
In the early eighties, there was greater academic, public, and political attention devoted to the study of physical violence by men on women. Today, however, women's violence is increasingly being studied in their various relationships (Thornton et al. 2012, Melton and Sillito 2012) . IPV is starting to be seen more as a human problem than as a gender problem (Hamel 2007) , and thus multi-causal and systemic factors that affect IPV are now considered. In this sense, Straus (2006) proclaims that studies of couples should not focus solely on the responses of women but should include responses of men as well. Herein, we present a study of IPV concealment that includes the behavior of men and women of different sexual orientation (HGLB), with the intention of improving the understanding of this phenomenon in the Mexican population.
Method
This research was conducted from an interpretive perspective. It focuses on the way people see the world where their perceptions do not necessarily have permanent nature. It is assumed that the social world exists in a state of fluid interaction, and that this must be at least partially understood (Oliver 2008 ). This research methodology looked for the meanings, norms, and values that people have given to their practices of IPV concealment. The study was part of an international research project that included seven countries. 
Sampling and participants
We performed sampling by theoretical saturation, in which the sample is subject to the development of emerging theory. At different times of the research process, we looked for participants with specific characteristics or experiences that helped to explore more deeply the purposes of the study (Strauss and Corbin 2002) . The inclusion criteria for sample selection required participants to be at least 18 years of age, Mexican, to have had an intimate relationship (dating, cohabitation, or marriage), and to reside in urban Querétaro.
The sample consisted of 61 people, ranging from 18 to 69 years (M = 37.5, SD = 12.6 years), 52.5% were women, 21.3% had a same-sex partner experience, 80.6% had a relationship of more than one year, 68% had a partner at the moment of participation, and 41.6% had one or more children. The marital status of these participants was: 42% unmarried, 31%, married, 14% divorced, 8% separated, and 6% cohabited with a partner. The majority (80.6%) had a high school education.
Procedure and instruments
We described the study to key representatives from educational institutions (e.g. universities, sex education centers, and sports institutions. Depending on the particular procedures of each institution, we were allowed either to directly invite the entire community or institution to distribute information about the study and to provide our contact information. To alleviate concerns about these studies, possible participants attended a meeting or received telephone calls in which the general procedures of this study were described in order to resolve doubts, to answer questions, and to agree upon the times and locations of future sessions.
Interviews and photo-interventions (Cantera-Espinosa, 2009) were used to gather data. Semi-structured interviews (n = 43) addressed the topics of this broad study, which explores the beginning of the relationship, conflict arousal and management, motivations to stay or leave the relationship, and available support networks for difficult situations.
Photo-intervention (n = 18) is a technique to facilitate the incursion into sensible problems, based on the use of photography from the sociological (Sontag 2005) and clinical (Sanz 2008) areas. We provided disposable cameras to participants to photograph their conflicts. At the session that followed one week later, the participants discussed their photos freely. This was followed by a discussion of convergent themes that emerged among participants, in which the investigator explored topics related to the themes arising from the discussion. Afterwards, using the images captured by members of the group, approximately 10 photographs were selected to summarize the conflicts, violence, and consequences of this relationship. Finally, there was a discussion that focused on the values, cultural perceptions, and structural issues of the conflict and violence. Interviews and photo-interventions of 45 to 250 minutes (the average length of 130 minutes for these interviews) were recorded digitally. Photo-interventions and interviews were transcribed verbatim in Spanish, and an English translation of the quotations is included here.
Analysis, credibility, and reliability
We used Grounded Theory (Charmaz 2008, Strauss and Corbin 2002) to analyze the data, which consists of a recursive and simultaneous process of collecting, codifying, and analyzing data. We followed the constant comparison procedure to achieve density of properties and dimensions for each category. Atlas.Ti software (2007) was used for qualitative analysis.
The credibility and reliability in the research process is supported by the complete textual transcripts of the interviews and by including different groups of people with a variety of: (1) experiences in relationships between couples, such as dating, cohabiting, married, divorced, or separated; (2) sexual orientation; (3) age; (4) degree of perceived aggression, including a range of physical abuse, from none or little physical abuse to death threats. Also, as much as possible, we performed communicative validation (Mendizábal 2006) in which the participants evaluated the summaries of the interviews. Triangulation was carried out using two different techniques at different times and stages, in which the first stage used interviews and the second stage used photo-intervention. The initial findings were judged by a group of four experts within the clinical and the social psychology areas. These experts confirmed that the results clarified aspects of the phenomenon of IPV concealment.
Ethics of the investigation
The research followed the ethical guidelines established by the American Psychological Association (APA 2010). Participation was voluntary and always under a protocol of informed consent. We explained to the participants the objectives of the study, how their personal data will be managed to insure their anonymity, that their participation is voluntary without any sanction if they withdrew from the study, and that their permission to record the findings must be given. For photo-intervention, participants filled out a written form of consent that their photographs may be used for academic purposes.
Results
We determined that IPV concealment has eight different factors: gender stereotypes, normalization of violence and its stereotypes, socio-structural system inefficiency, idyllic love, social stigma of violence, youth, caring for children and relationships, and isolation. These conditions are described below.
Gender stereotypes
Gender stereotypes promote concealment of IPV. We found a tendency to naturalize 2 in the feminine figure 3 : helplessness that implies weakness, passivity, and submissiveness. It is related to the lack of power and agency in IPV, leading to resignation. Concealment of IPV is consistent with these characteristics. In addition, there is the perception that the female figure needs external defense that is usually complemented by the male figure. Hence, IPV concealment reinforces the apparent protection and security that the male figure supplies in other areas of life (e.g. economic livelihood, protection on the street or protection against another person).
On the other hand, the male figure is characterized with: the exercise of power, control over himself and over his partner, the exhibition of self-reliance and capacity in a quasi-omnipotent sense (e.g. economic, intellectual, physical). For men living with IPV to denounce the violence represents their failure to meet the canon imposed upon males. For such men, it is shameful to be weak. The concealment of IPV is a way to safeguard their identities. By pretending that such violence does not happen in their life, they avoid admitting publicly to their inability to dominate. For example, Jose (a 46 year-old gay man) said that men do not report IPV because "if you do not respond to the male canon [of power and control], you would look very bad [...] . Although I am suffering, I will not accept it. I will not say anything, because if I do, I will look bad, I would not be man enough." Hence, for men reporting IPV is a double affront. First, it compromises the male mandate of capacity, power, and control. Second, the reporting of IPV is considered similar to the female stereotype associated with helplessness and lack of self-sufficiency. Thus, an external defense is necessary because it is expected that only women would complain and ask for help. Therefore, IPV concealment is a strategy of self-defense for men. This very act serves to reconstruct, to some extent, their image as male because by concealing IPV men can rebuild part of their capacity of self-sufficiency and control.
Normalization of violence and its stereotypes
Violent acts are so common that they appear to be normal, leading to a trivialization of the phenomenon. People develop a culture of uncritical tolerance that prevents them from recognizing it as aberrant. It seems that there are no mental structures to prevent it. Thus, we found some practices of psychological violence (e.g. control over time spent on activities or on friendships) that are considered insignificant.
Additionally, within gender stereotypes, those of violence may be intertwined, e.g. a man's violence may be seen as normal. It is usually considered that men face conflicts aggressively. Thus, male violence is justified, in men and women, as something natural and expected. So, the IPV experienced by heterosexual women is overlooked and accepted by women and by society. It leads to the concealment of IPV as a consequence of a characteristic that cannot be change because it is what it is.
In contrast, because violence is expected to be largely restricted to men, this limits the recognition of the IPV that women can exert. Because women are perceived to be psychologically far from violent, we found in lesbian women a barrier to detect and recognize their own form of IPV. On the other hand, we found that generally for heterosexual men, women's violence is difficult to comprehend. For example, Raul (an unmarried 26 year-old heterosexual man), described as "ridiculous" the possibility of experiencing psychological violence from his girlfriend, when she monitored his friendships, time, and possessions: 
Inefficiency in the application of justice
We found that negligence and ignorance of the pipeline of the system for complaints are forms of inefficiency in the application of justice that contribute to the silence of IPV. Negligence in the lack of application of the law by the government institutions results in the discredit and distrust of the system. Also, negligence can be derived from IPV minimization, seen as natural or as a private issue (e.g. Paco, a 26 year-old heterosexual man: "In the plaza, there was a man hitting his wife. I asked the police to help, but the officer told me ̶ that is their business; they have to deal with it themselves"). Concealment of IPV sometimes appears as the lack of confidence in the socio-politico-legal system. People prefer to hide IPV when they are doubtful about the effectiveness of intervention to stop the aggression, or even worse, when they fear a more severe subsequent retaliation after complaining. For example, Martha has lived in Mexico and in the United States. She compared her experience of complaining about IPV in both countries, and testified to the effect of concealment derived from discredited Furthermore, neglect can be interwoven with gender stereotypes. Although there are public policies intended to alleviate IPV, such as specialized agencies for IPV complaints, they still intersect with gender stereotypes that undermine their effectiveness. We found that people responsible for receiving complaints of IPV respond in such a way that they reinforce gender stereotypes and restrict complaints. Janet (a single 25 year-old lesbian woman and a lawyer):"The Justice system is not working. I have a man client who has been maltreated by his wife.
Once he went to the police agency to sue his wife, but he got as a response ̶ Gee, aren't you a man? You have to go back home and do not allow it."
In same-sex IPV concealment is increased further because, in addition to what we have discussed earlier, homophobia and the lack of legal recognition of their relationships must be confronted. Also, their relationships are stereotyped as "passionate" and thereby are expected to be impulsive and to use unbridled violence. Thus, their complaints would have to remove more obstacles than in similar cases with heterosexual people, and this further hinders possible action by the authorities.
Ignorance of the process of the system of complaints corresponds to the absence of sufficient information to enable maltreated people to report abuse. We found as causes of IPV concealment several issues related to the lack of knowledge of where to report, what to do, what is the process to be followed to make a complaint, what are the implications, how long does it takes, what costs are involved, what documents are requested, etc. Clearly, such uncertainties with the IPV denouncement process inhibit people from seeking help.
Idyllic love
Idyllic love is associated with a sense of un-conditionality and the idea of support in adversity. Clearly, permanence is seen as a desirable value in intimate relationships. Regardless of sex and sexual orientation, we found that people frequently keep in secrecy their IPV because denouncing it is against this ideal. They were impelled to be supportive so that their relationship would endure, to the point of interpreting it as their responsibility. By succeeding in the permanence of their relationship, they neglect their own needs and well-being. Hence, IPV concealment becomes interwoven with these values of un-conditionality and support in adversity, which enables the permanence of a relationship (e.g. Ana, a 57 year-old heterosexual woman, after her 20-year IPV experience): "I accepted it because I wanted a happy family, you know, one with a nice husband and wife, good children, and a lovely house, but it was a lie."
Furthermore, love attains a transforming magical power with which the couple will change mistreatment to caring behavior. The complaint becomes meaningless, since people believe that love has the power to transform violence. Hence, if violence is present, then a challenge exists to increase this transforming power of love. For instance, it is in the name of love that people tend to justify the violence of the couple (e.g. "He shouts because he is tired, or because he has a lot of work".)
Social stigma of violence
Partly because violence has a certain degree of social stigma, IPV tends to be hidden. Violence has social disapproval, both to exercise it and to receive it. It becomes a factor that restricts the search for help to escape violence. Some people fear rejection from family, friends and community, after suffering IPV. It is even associated with shame: the inability to choose the right partner and not being able to handle situations that lead to violence. 
Youth
The young have emerged as a factor in IPV concealment. Reasons for concealment are inexperience and lack of resources (e.g. economic, labor, cognitive, previous experiences of peaceful conflict management) that are related to youth.
"I was also very young. I was 17 years old. I was overwhelmed; it was like the world was closed to me. I thought, 'it is better not to tell, otherwise it will get worse', or because I loved him, I had to endure it. I just had to bear it": Juanita. Not surprisingly, people used to argue that both youth and idyllic love are commonly present in IPV concealment.
Caring for children and relationships
People hide IPV when it is decided that to denounce it would be harmful to the children and/or when there is fear of losing other relationships. One of the main concerns in heterosexual couples, especially women, is to keep the family with maternal and paternal figures, as a way to protect the proper development of the offspring. IPV concealment took place if it was believed that the complaint would be detrimental to the stability of the children.
Another factor to silence IPV was the fear of losing the relationship with family and friends. Sometimes a maltreated person estimated that upon the discovery of IPV some friends and relatives will unite to protect the partner, resulting in a personal loss and further isolation. Hence, when abused people value their bond with relatives and friends they might prefer to conceal IPV. Even political family can be important when making the decision: In the case of same-sex couples, participants tended to hide their relationships from their families, because they feared rejection and misunderstanding. This fact imposes a double secrecy when relationships turn violent, and leaves people in a more vulnerable situation. […] in the restroom she wanted to hit me": Celia (a 25 year-old lesbian woman).
Isolation
IPV concealment is compounded by social isolation. When a person lacks a strong and reachable support network, a state of vulnerability is produced that depletes resources for complaints. This is common with people who move to another city, live in isolated communities, or have poor social interactions. Another factor with isolation is when the couple's relationship exists in secrecy, as in the case of same-sex couples where families may be unaware of their homosexuality.
Discussion
Concealment of IPV has been characterized from the experiences of men and women in the HGLB communities. Findings from these studies reveal that the concealment of IPV is linked to social imaginary (Castoriadis 1986) , where norms, values, and beliefs supported by gender stereotypes interact with social practices. For instance, one form of inefficiency in the application of justice is linked to legal services workers who reinforce gender stereotypes when abused people make denunciations. Also, IPV concealment can be influenced by the beliefs of idyllic love, and the stigmatization or normalization of violence. In addition, concealment of IPV becomes conditioned by youth and the consequences that denunciation of violence can have. The abused person assesses the impact that the complaint could have on their children and the isolation that could bring the withdrawal of friends and family from friendly relationships with the couple. Thus, denunciation of women and men is discouraged at different levels, for example, individually or with couples, as in a community setting. Baron and Byrne (2005) established that stereotypes are cognitive frameworks that influence information processing. This study shows empirically that gender stereotypes have implications on the practical life of couples. Social representations (Jodelet 1984) that are generated with stereotypes determine how people feel, think, and interact in their relationships. We found that these constructions transcend sexual orientation, and make clear its inter-subjective component. Melton and Sillito (2012) noted that the manner in which primary agents of the judicial system respond to IPV can determine whether the person who experienced violence will take legal actions or not. Our findings with IPV concealment, while confirming this, qualitatively expand specific factors of negligence of the authorities that lead to IPV. Neglect minimizes the problem, its normalization, its naturalization, or renders it a private matter. IPV is hidden because a complaint has its own risks. We found that a complaint is discouraged when people doubt the effectiveness of the system. The abused person may be at greater risk if the authority does not comply with the request or fails to take sufficient precautionary measures to protect the abused person properly. Hence, IPV concealment is compounded by the decisions that people make of their possible success.
Frías (2013) reported that 11.43% of women did not report IPV, in order to prevent disclosure to their families. Our study confirms that this reason for concealment is not only true for heterosexual women, but is also true for all HGLB men and women. However, it must be mentioned that the motivations to hide have their particularities dependent on gender and sexual orientation. Heterosexual couples are heavily influenced by stereotypes and gender roles. In the case of same-sex couples, homophobia is also a factor which results in double secrecy: that of sexual orientation and also that of IPV itself.
Other studies show that personal relationships are an important factor in decision-making about the complaint. It has been reported that when people know those who commit crimes (e.g. friends), they are less likely to report them (Nicksa 2014) . In the specific case of IPV, it has been found that the decision of heterosexual women to seek help (Meyer 2010 (Meyer , 2012 , or the withdrawal of protection orders (Malecha et al. 2003) are concerns when the welfare of children are considered. Our study confirms that the IPV experienced by heterosexual women is hidden if it is believed that the complaint could upset the stability of children. However, we also found that another factor is to guarantee the bonds with one's own family, and with families and friendships that have been developed together as a couple. When these relationships are valued by the abused person, they may become a barrier to the complaint, regardless of gender and sexual orientation. We found that people consider their losses and how much she or he will be isolated if friends and family become allied with the couple to protect her or him. Thus, these results show how people broadly evaluate the possibilities of the complaint and its consequences. These factors should be considered by professionals who are involved in IPV treatment. Agoff et al. (2006) found that women under 35 years of age are more tolerant than older women, suggesting that many years of abuse do not favor its acceptance. This study empirically confirms these findings, and supplements them by establishing that the factor of youth is affected by the adjustment to the beliefs of idyllic love, and that this applies to HGLB. Lack of knowledge, inexperience of youth, and the beliefs related to un-conditionality, permanence and support in adversity, come together. These results suggest that preventive interventions should be encouraged from an early age, including elements of socio-cognitive development to promote the culture of IPV complaint, from the comprehensive perspective of both sexes and sexual orientations. Frías (2013) suggested that isolation is a strategy to hide the exercise of power that violent people use. We have found that IPV concealment is indeed associated with higher states of isolation. This isolation increases when people move to new towns, live in isolated communities with poor communication, have no close friends, or when the relationship is held in secrecy (as in the case of same-sex couples where families are unaware of their homosexuality).
These results are part of a qualitative study from the urban area of Querétaro, Mexico and may not be expanded to other regions and cultures. It is recommended that further research confirm these findings in rural areas and other regions. It is necessary to do larger studies with representative samples.
In conclusion, it has been shown that the phenomenon of IPV concealment, in men and women of HGBL communities, is conditioned by models that are reproduced at different levels: individually, in their relationships and in social structures. These results highlight the importance of expanding the IPV studies to include HGBL women and men. It is necessary to abandon the reductionist view of heterocentrism to better understand social life in its complexity and to promote fair and appropriate social policies.
